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In essence, video news releases seek to ex-
ploit a growing wvulnerability of television
news: Even as news staffs at the major net-
works are shrinking, many local stations are
expanding their hours of news coverage with-
out adding reporters.

‘“‘No TV news organization has the re-
sources in labor, time or funds to cover every
worthy story,” one video news release com-
pany, TVA Productions, said in a sales pitch
to potential clients, adding that ‘90 percent
of TV newsrooms now rely on video news re-
leases.”

Federal agencies have been commissioning
video news releases since at least the first
Clinton administration. An increasing num-
ber of state agencies are producing television
news reports, too; the Texas Parks and Wild-
life Department alone has produced some 500
video news releases since 1993.

Under the Bush administration, federal
agencies appear to be producing more re-
leases, and on a broader array of topics.

A definitive accounting is nearly impos-
sible. There is no comprehensive archive of
local television news reports, as there is in
print journalism, so there is no easy way to
determine what has been broadcast, and
when and where.

Still, several large agencies, including the
Defense Department, the State Department
and the Department of Health and Human
Services, acknowledge expanded efforts to
produce news segments. Many members of
Mr. Bush’s first-term cabinet appeared in
such segments.

A recent study by Congressional Demo-
crats offers another rough indicator: the
Bush administration spent $254 million in its
first term on public relations contracts,
nearly double what the last Clinton adminis-
tration spent.

Karen Ryan was part of this push—a ‘‘paid
shill for the Bush administration,” as she
self-mockingly puts it. It is, she acknowl-
edges, an uncomfortable title.

Ms. Ryan, 48, describes herself as not espe-
cially political, and certainly no Bush die-
hard. She had hoped for a long career in jour-
nalism. But over time, she said, she grew dis-
mayed by what she saw as the decline of tel-
evision news—too many cut corners, too
many ratings stunts.

In the end, she said, the jump to video
news releases from journalism was not as far
as one might expect. “It’s almost the same
thing,” she said.

There are differences, though. When she
went to interview Tommy G. Thompson,
then the health and human services sec-
retary, about the new Medicare drug benefit,
it was not the usual reporter-source ex-
change. First, she said, he already knew the
questions, and she was there mostly to help
him give better, snappier answers. And sec-
ond, she said, everyone involved is aware of
a segment’s potential political benefits.

Her Medicare report, for example, was dis-
tributed in January 2004, not long before Mr.
Bush hit the campaign trail and cited the
drug benefit as one of his major accomplish-
ments.

The script suggested that local anchors
lead into the report with this line: ‘“In De-
cember, President Bush signed into law the
first-ever prescription drug benefit for people
with Medicare.” In the segment, Mr. Bush is
shown signing the legislation as Ms. Ryan
describes the new benefits and reports that
““all people with Medicare will be able to get
coverage that will lower their prescription
drug spending.”

The segment made no mention of the many
critics who decry the law as an expensive
gift to the pharmaceutical industry. The
G.A.O0. found that the segment was ‘‘not
strictly factual,” that it contained ‘‘notable
omissions” and that it amounted to ‘“‘a fa-
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vorable report’” about a controversial pro-
gram.

And yet this news segment, like several
others narrated by Ms. Ryan, reached an au-
dience of millions. According to the account-
ability office, at least 40 stations ran some
part of the Medicare report. Video news re-
leases distributed by the Office of National
Drug Control Policy, including one narrated
by Ms. Ryan, were shown on 300 stations and
reached 22 million households. According to
Video Monitoring Services of America, a
company that tracks news programs in
major cities, Ms. Ryan’s segments on behalf
of the government were broadcast a total of
at least 64 times in the 40 largest television
markets.

Even these measures, though, do not fully
capture the reach of her work. Consider the
case of News 10 Now, a cable station in Syra-
cuse owned by Time Warner. In February
2004, days after the government distributed
its Medicare segment, News 10 Now broad-
cast a virtually identical report, including
the suggested anchor lead-in. The News 10
Now segment, however, was not narrated by
Ms. Ryan. Instead, the station edited out the
original narration and had one of its report-
ers repeat the script almost word for word.

The station’s news director, Sean McNa-
mara, wrote in an e-mail message, ‘‘Our pol-
icy on provided video is to clearly identify
the source of that video.”” In the case of the
Medicare report, he said, the station believed
it was produced and distributed by a major
network and did not know that it had origi-
nally come from the government.

Ms. Ryan said she was surprised by the
number of stations willing to run her govern-
ment segments without any editing or ac-
knowledgement of origin. As proud as she
says she is of her work, she did not hesitate,
even for a second, when asked if she would
have broadcast one of her government re-
ports if she were a local news director.

‘‘Absolutely not.”

LITTLE OVERSIGHT: TV’S CODE OF ETHICS, WITH
UNCERTAIN WEIGHT

““Clearly disclose the origin of information
and label all material provided by out-
siders.”

Those words are from the code of ethics of
the Radio-Television News Directors Asso-
ciation, the main professional society for
broadcast news directors in the United
States. Some stations go further, all but for-
bidding the use of any outside material, es-
pecially entire reports. And spurred by em-
barrassing publicity last year about Karen
Ryan, the news directors association is close
to proposing a stricter rule, said its execu-
tive director, Barbara Cochran.

Whether a stricter ethics code will have
much effect is unclear; it is not hard to find
broadcasters who are not adhering to the ex-
isting code, and the association has no en-
forcement powers.

The Federal Communications Commission
does, but it has never disciplined a station
for showing government-made news seg-
ments without disclosing their origin, a
spokesman said.

Could it? Several lawyers experienced with
F.C.C. rules say yes. They point to a 2000 de-
cision by the agency, which stated, ‘‘Lis-
teners and viewers are entitled to know by
whom they are being persuaded.”

In interviews, more than a dozen station
news directors endorsed this view without
hesitation. Several expressed disdain for the
prepackaged segments they received daily
from government agencies, corporations and
special interest groups who wanted to use
their airtime and credibility to sell or influ-
ence.

But when told that their stations showed
government-made reports without attribu-
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tion, most reacted with indignation. Their
stations, they insisted, would never allow
their news programs to be co-opted by seg-
ments fed from any outside party, let alone
the government.

“They’re inherently one-sided, and they
don’t offer the possibility for follow-up ques-
tions—or any questions at all,” said Kathy
Lehmann Francis, until recently the news
director at WDRB, the Fox affiliate in Louis-
ville, Ky.

Yet records from Video Monitoring Serv-
ices of America indicate that WDRB has
broadcast at least seven Karen Ryan seg-
ments, including one for the government,
without disclosing their origin to viewers.

Mike Stutz, news director at KGTV, the
ABC affiliate in San Diego, was equally op-
posed to putting government news segments
on the air.

‘It amounts to propaganda, doesn’t it?’’ he
said.

Again, though, records from Video Moni-
toring Services of America show that from
2001 to 2004 KGTV ran at least one govern-
ment-made segment featuring Ms. Ryan, 5
others featuring her work on behalf of cor-
porations, and 19 produced by corporations
and other outside organizations. It does not
appear that KGTV viewers were told the ori-
gin of these 25 segments.

“I thought we were pretty solid,”” Mr.
Stutz said, adding that they intend to take
more precautions.

Confronted with such evidence, most news
directors were at a loss to explain how the
segments made it on the air. Some said they
were unable to find archive tapes that would
help answer the qustion. Others promised to
look into it, then stopped returning tele-
phone messages. A few removed the seg-
ments from their Web sites, promised greater
vigilance in the future or pleaded ignorance.

AFGHANISTAN TO MEMPHIS: AN AGENCY’S
REPORT ENDS UP ON THE AIR

On Sept. 11, 2002, WHBQ, the Fox affiliate
in Memphis, marked the anniversary of the
9/11 attacks with an uplifting report on how
assistance from the United States was help-
ing to liberate the women of Afghanistan.

Tish Clark, a reporter for WHBQ, described
how Afghan women, once barred from
schools and jobs, were at last emerging from
their burkas, taking up jobs as seamstresses
and bakers, sending daughters off to new
schools, receiving decent medical care for
the first time and even participating in a
fledgling democracy. Her segment included
an interview with an Afghan teacher who re-
counted how the Taliban only allowed boys
to attend school. An Afghan doctor described
how the Taliban refused to let male physi-
cians treat women.

In short, Ms. Clark’s report seemed to cor-
roborate, however modestly, a central argu-
ment of the Bush foreign policy, that force-
ful American intervention abroad was
spreading freedom, improving lives and win-
ning friends.

What the people of Memphis were not told,
though, was that the interviews used by
WHBQ were actually conducted by State De-
partment contractors. The contractors also
selected the quotes used from those inter-
views and shot the video that went with the
narration. They also wrote the narration,
much of which Ms. Clark repeated with only
minor changes.

As it happens, the viewers of WHBQ were
not the only ones in the dark.

Ms. Clark, now Tish Clark Dunning, said in
an interview that she, too, had no idea the
report originated at the State Department.
“If that’s true, I'm very shocked that anyone
would false report on anything like that,”
she said.

How a television reporter in Memphis un-
wittingly came to narrate a segment by the



